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the least Is the translation of Christ's birth to the * natalis
solis invicti' (birthday of the invincible sun), the Church
followed the pagan model. Thus St Hieronymus compares
the Virgin with the sun as the mother of light.
These designations of an extra-Biblical nature can
have had their source only in the pagan conceptions still
current at that time. It is therefore only just, when con-
sidering the vessel-symbol, to call to mind the well-known
and widely spread Gnostic vessel-symbolism of that time.
A great number of contemporary gems have been preserved
which bear the symbol of a vessel, or cruse, with remark-
able winged bands, at once recalling the uterus with the
ligamenta lata. This vessel, according to Matter, is
termed the " Vase of Sin ", in contrast with the hymn to
Mary, in which the Virgin is extolled as cvas virtutum'.
King (The Gnostics and their Remains, p. in) rejects such
an idea as arbitrary, and agrees with Kohler's view that
the cameo-image (principally Egyptian) refers to the
pitcher of the Persian wheel, which pumps the Nile water
over the fields, and that this also explains the peculiar
bands which clearly served for fastening the pitcher to
the wheel.
The fertilizing activity of the pitcher was, as King
notes, expressed in antique phraseology as the " impregna-
tion of Isis by the seed of Osiris ". One frequently finds
upon the vessel a winnowing-basket, probably with reference
to the " mystica vannus Jacchi" (" the mystical winnowing
basket of lakchos"), or A//O/OV, the figurative birth-place
of the grain of wheat and symbol of the god of fertility
(Cf. Jung, Psychology of the Unconscious, p. 374). There
used to be a Greek marriage-ceremony in which a winnow-
ingrbasket filled with fruit was laid upon the head of the
bride, a manifest fertility charm.
This conception approaches the ancient Egyptian idea
that everything originated from the primeval water, <Nu